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Partido Liberal (PL) candidate Ernesto Samper won a narrow victory in the June 19 presidential
runoff elections in Colombia, taking 50.41% of the vote, compared to 48.06% for opponent Andres
Pastrana of the Partido Conservador (PC). However, in what is shaping up as the most serious
political scandal in Colombia in recent years, charges have emerged that the Samper campaign
team received money from the Cali drug cartel. Of Colombia's 17 million eligible voters, 7.3 million
people actually went to the polls in the June 19 runoff elections. The 58% abstentionism represented
an improvement over the first round elections, held on May 30, when 67% of the eligible voters
stayed home. The increased participation was especially encouraging given the competition from
the World Cup soccer games, plus the lack of clear differences between the two presidential
candidates. Some analysts credit the small margin which separated the two candidates in the final
polls with bringing out more voters.
In the end, the election turned out to be the closest presidential vote in Colombia's history.
Moreover, this was the first time that a runoff election was held in Colombia and also the first time
since 1914 that voters elected a vice president. Both changes were introduced as part of the 1991
Constitution. During much of the runoff campaign, voter apathy seemed to be the most serious
problem facing the candidates. Although there were outbreaks of violence, the incidents seemed
less numerous than in previous elections in Colombia, where election statistics always include the
number of political killings during the campaign. In the last presidential elections in 1990, three
candidates were killed by drug traffickers and right-wing fanatics. In fact, it was the death of one
candidate during the 1990 campaign, the PL's Luis Carlos Galan, that paved the way for the election
of President Cesar Gaviria, at that time Galan's campaign manager.
Gaviria will turn over the reins of government on Aug. 7, and will then assume the position of
Secretary General of the Organization of American States (OAS). Both Samper and Pastrana vied
unsuccessfully for endorsements by two of the presidential candidates who were eliminated in the
first round, former guerrilla leader Antonio Navarro Wolff and Regina Betancur. As the three-week
runoff campaign intensified, with the polls putting Samper and Pastrana in a dead-heat, the tenor
of the rhetoric began to escalate. Samper accused Pastrana supporters of having placed hidden
microphones in his home. Samper said the microphones were discovered when the house was
searched after Pastrana campaigners seemed to have inside information about Samper campaign
strategies. Pastrana, a former Bogota mayor and senator, denied the accusation.
The Catholic Church also became involved in the polemics when controversial Bucaramanga
Archbishop Dario Castrillon and other members of the clergy asked voters to either vote for
Pastrana or leave their ballot blank because of Samper's support from the Protestant community.
Some observers said the remarks may have backfired, helping to tip the balance in favor of Samper.
With inflation running at 23%, the economy was clearly one of the important issues in the campaign.
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Although both candidates supported the neoliberal economic policies of the Gaviria administration,
Samper nuanced his support by calling for "neoliberalism with a human face," and his supporters
described him as a "social capitalist." He said he will put special emphasis on improving health and
education, which have suffered serious budget cuts during the Gaviria administration.
While serving as minister of economic development under Gaviria, Samper was sharply critical of
the pace of implementation of austerity measures. His appointment to the post of ambassador to
Spain was seen as a way for Gaviria to remove the thorn from his side. However, Samper's economic
perspective is in step with other Latin American countries, where the social effects of neoliberal
policies have increasingly become a cause of concern.
In his campaign, Samper promised to create 1.5 million jobs, many of them by improving the
nation's ports, railroads, and highways, and to finance the projects by using profits from two new
oil fields that are expected to pump billions of dollars into the economy. Samper also said he plans
to slow down privatization of state industries and trade barrier reduction, and his government will
provide assistance to laid off workers.
The problems of drug trafficking and guerrilla movements were other issues in the campaign,
although the two candidates differed little in their approach. Both men supported negotiations
aimed at reaching peace accords with the remaining armed guerrillas, and both supported Gaviria's
strategy for dealing with the drug cartels, offering leniency in exchange for surrender. However,
Samper indicated he intends to push drug consuming countries to assume more responsibility
in dealing with the problem. "I intend to be much more emphatic in demanding that consumer
nations, wherever they may be, take responsibility and commit themselves to being more active
on three fronts: reducing consumption, controlling the laundering of drug money, and controlling
the sale of chemicals [used to refine drugs]," he said. Such policies may cause conflicts with the US,
which has already been highly critical of the Gaviria administration's handling of the drug problem.
Gaviria's "policy of surrender" has given rise to charges by US officials that drug dealers are being
treated with kid gloves.
Moreover, US concerns that the drug cartels have bribed their way deep into Colombia's institutions
will likely grow under the future Samper administration, since a major scandal exploded shortly
after the polls closed over alleged drug cartel contributions to the Samper campaign. The
controversy first came to light during Pastrana's speech conceding electoral defeat to Samper.
Pastrana virtually accused his opponent of taking campaign bribes from narco rings. "A president
who has received money from drug traffickers doesn't have the moral authority to lead Colombia,"
said Pastrana.
Then on June 21, two days after the election, local radio and television stations began to broadcast
excerpts from a tape in which two men, identified as Gilberto and Miguel Rodriguez Orejuela
brothers who are alleged leaders of the Cali cartel are heard talking with Alberto Giraldo, a
newscaster with known Cali cartel connections. In the tape, a man identified by TV newscasters
as Gilberto Rodriguez is heard saying, "How do you see this thing with Samper, man?" A voice
identified as Giraldo's responds, "It's in your hands...The reality is that they need five billion [pesos,
equal to US$6.2 million], of which they have acquired two. They need three [million more]." "Done.
We have that," replies Rodriguez.
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The tape was not played in its entirety but CMI television said that on the tape, Miguel Rodriguez
told Giraldo that the Pastrana campaign had received US$2.5 million from the North Valley cartel,
a branch of the Cali cartel. Other reports said the Pastrana camp was offered money, but turned it
down. The tapes also implicate retired Gen. Miguel Maza Marquez, who also ran as a presidential
candidate but was eliminated in the first-round voting, as having received drug money.
According to one news report, a mid-level member of the Cali cartel said the cartel was happy with
Samper's victory. By offering huge donations, the Cali operation allegedly was trying to assure the
appointment of individuals sympathetic to cartel interests in at least five cabinet positions, including
the critical post of minister of defense. As the story unfolded, a Defense Ministry communique said
Pastrana had been handed a copy of the tape during a campaign appearance in Cali several days
before the elections. Pastrana turned the tape over to Gaviria and Defense Minister Rafael Pardo the
following day, three days before the elections, according to both Pastrana and the Defense Ministry.
The ministry said it gave a copy of the tape to Samper, initiated an investigation of the allegations,
and began an analysis of the tape to identify the voices.
The government announced on June 22 that police technicians had verified that the voices were
those of Giraldo and the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers. In addition, Alberto Giraldo, who reportedly
has gone into hiding, admitted that one of the voices is his, and he confirmed that he was talking to
the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers on the tape. However, according to Giraldo's written statement,
he offered cartel money to both candidates and they both turned it down. Samper has insisted that
his campaign funds are "clean," and has turned over his financial records to the attorney general's
office. He said that from the time the campaign began he warned of the danger of attempts by the
cartels to influence the elections.
Samper called on Attorney General Gustavo de Greiff to carry out an immediate investigation. "I
personally asked the attorney general to carry out an investigation, and if the investigation shows
that people in my campaign are seriously involved, they will be fired," he said. However, that did
not satisfy Pastrana, who demanded that Samper agree to resign if the allegations that his campaign
received drug money are proven. "It's not sufficient to make the books on the campaign available,"
said Pastrana. "We want an affirmation that, if it's proven Samper's campaign received drug money,
he will resign."

-- End --
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